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Abstract
This paper reports on a study which examines the extent to which speciﬁed cognitive, social, and
metacognitive strategies, are used by language students when working with computer-based materi-
als (CBMs), in self-study contexts outside of the language classroom; particularly in a self-access cen-
tre (SAC). Data were collected using questionnaires, interviews and snap-shot observations from
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students enrolled on a summer course at a British Higher Edu-
cation Institution (HEI). The data identify the frequency with which students use a SAC and the
value they attach to computers for language learning. The data then examine the types of strategies
students use and the extent to which learner autonomy is being fostered. The vast majority of par-
ticipants were found to have positive attitudes towards computer-based material (CBMs) and lan-
guage learning despite frequent use of L1, furthermore they were found to use cognitive strategies
and to apply metacognitive awareness in their use of such CBMs. Students believed CBMs assisted
with learning and demonstrated conscious applications of a range of strategies while learning in an
electronic environment. However, the study also found that less than half the students used social
strategies in the target language and this raises a number of issues.
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1. Introduction
There has long been a perceived relationship between CBMs in general, and
multimedia-based materials in particular, with self-study and learner autonomy and there
are good reasons for this. Benson (2001, pp. 138–140) for example notes that multimedia
applications oﬀer a ‘‘. . . rich linguistic and non-linguistic input, by presenting new lan-
guage through a variety of media and by oﬀering branching options’’, which, it is asserted,
give students control over the selection of materials and over the strategies to use. How-
ever, before we consider the extent to which these associations and assertions happen, the
ﬁrst part of the paper deﬁnes CBMs, learner autonomy and strategies, and reviews work
which has already been conducted. The remaining part of the article deals with the study,
it describes the SAC in which the study took place, and the course on which the students
were enrolled. It then moves on to the research questions and the participants before con-
sidering the most signiﬁcant ﬁndings.
2. Literature review
2.1. Computer-based materials
CBMs for language teaching and learning can be viewed as the software applications
within the ﬁeld of Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) which (Levy, 1997, p.
1) deﬁnes as ‘‘the search for and study of applications of the computer in language teach-
ing and learning’’. More recently Egbert (2005, p. 4) deﬁnes CALL as ‘‘learners learning
language in any context with, through, and around computer technologies’’. Jarvis (2004,
p. 116) develops these broad deﬁnitions to characterise the software applications as
CBMs which are ‘‘Language speciﬁc as well as more generic Information Technology
(IT) programmes’’ and it is this deﬁnition which is used in this study. The most common
examples of generic IT CBMs include the word processor as well as many web andnor
email-based applications; these are not speciﬁcally developed for language teaching
and learning but, as will be seen, are nevertheless considered to have an important role.
There are numerous examples of language-speciﬁc web-based CBMs including commer-
cially available products such as those oﬀered by the big English Language Teaching
(ELT) publishers including Cambridge University Press http://www.cambridge.org/elt/
multimedia/ or Oxford University Press http://www.oup.com/elt/catalogue/general/
multimedia/?cc=gb, as well as more specialist providers such as Clarity Software
http://www.clarity.com.hk/. It is worth noting here that virtually all publishers explicitly
refer to the value of their CBMs for self-study. Numerous language-speciﬁc on-line web
sites, of varying degrees of quality, are also available, frequently free of charge; two
examples include:
Activities for ESL/EFL students http://a4esl.org/ for general English and using English
for academic purposes http://www.uefap.com/ for more speciﬁc purposes.
CBMs in general and web-based CBMs in particular for language learning can provide
learners with a range of authentic and pedagogical materials. It is little wonder then that
they have been widely regarded as having a positive inﬂuence on autonomy (Warschauer,
1995; Warschauer et al., 1996; Motteram, 1998).
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2.2. Learner autonomy, strategies and CBMs
A great deal of work has, of course, already been done in the area of learner autonomy;
see for example Benson (2001), Dickinson (1996), Little (1991), Palfreyman and Smith
(2003), Scharle and Szabo, 2000, with most deﬁnitions focusing on the notion of taking
charge of one’s own learning. Dickinson’s (1987, p. 11) deﬁnition as ‘‘the situation in
which the learner is totally responsible for all of the decisions concerned with his learning
and the implementation of those decisions’’ is particularly useful here as we are examining
the concept in self-study contexts where there is no direct practitioner intervention. Stu-
dents are free to make choices about what materials to use and are not required to justify
their choices in terms of the beneﬁts of such materials for their language learning.
As with learner autonomy, extensive research has been carried out in the ﬁeld of learner
strategies. O’Malley and Chamot (1990) and Oxford (1990) deﬁne metacognitive strategies
as those which help learners think about their learning process, plan their learning, monitor
the learning task, and evaluate how well they have learnt. Wenden (1999, p. 436) distin-
guishes between metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive strategies as components of
metacogniton, and refers to the former as ‘‘information learners acquire about their learn-
ing’’ while the latter refers to ‘‘general skills through which learners manage, direct, regu-
late, and guide their learning’’. Cognitive strategies cover ‘‘interaction with the materials to
be learned, manipulating the material mentally or physically, or applying a speciﬁc tech-
nique to a learning task’’ (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990, p. 138). Social strategies involve
interacting with other people to assist learning (O’Malley and Chamot, 1990; Oxford,
1990), and aﬀective strategies involve regulating emotions and lowering anxieties (Oxford,
2001; Cohen, 2003). However, since an investigation of all the strategies was beyond the
scope of our study, we looked into metacognitive, cognitive and social strategies.
Learner strategies are clearly important elements in the realisation of learner autonomy.
By deﬁnition, language learning strategy use involves some degree of consciousness, aware-
ness, and intentionality (Cohen, 2003; Wenden, 1987). Since the conscious or semi-con-
scious and intentional use of strategies involves a degree of control over learning,
research on the behaviour of autonomous learners draws upon insights from research on
learning strategies. In order to control one’s own learning students need to understand their
own learning processes, need to be able to make informed choices about their learning
paths, and need to be proactive in managing and directing their own learning. All of these
aspects of control require that learners are able to use eﬀective language learning strategies.
This direct link between autonomy and learning strategies has been echoed by Wenden
(1991) who argues that it is necessary to introduce strategy training into plans to develop
learner autonomy. She describes the autonomous learner as the ‘‘one who has acquired
the strategies and knowledge to take some (if not yet all) responsibility for her language
learning and is willing and self-conﬁdent enough to do so’’ (Wenden, 1991, p. 163).
Investigations for this study, however, reveal only limited research on the speciﬁc rela-
tionship between the wide-range of CBMs available and learner autonomy. Benson (2001,
pp. 140–141) argues that ‘‘claims made for the potential of new technologies in regard to
autonomy need to be evaluated against empirical evidence of the realisation of this poten-
tial in practice’’. Blin (2004) further notes that the relationship between computers and
learner autonomy is either discussed at a theoretical level or ‘‘remains only a starting point
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on which design principles or decisions are based’’. Whilst more work has been done on
related strategies, in both cases the work has either been based on students working inside
the classroom and/or on one speciﬁc software programme, rather than the fuller range of
CBMs. By way of illustration we conducted two major searches for work in this area.
Firstly, three leading peer-reviewed journals within the ﬁeld of computers and language
pedagogy were reviewed. Zhao’s (2003, p. 8) comments that such reviews can help ‘‘reveal
what we know, what we have done . . .’’ formed our rationale. A search from 1998 to 2006
using the key title word ‘‘autonomy’’ was conducted with these journals which were
selected on the basis of their quality, their relevance and their availability to the research-
ers. The journals used were:
Computer Assisted Language Learning: An International Journal http://www.tandf.-
co.uk/journals/titles/09588221.asp; Language Learning and Technology http://llt.msu.
edu/ and System http://www.elsevier.com/wps/ﬁnd/journaldescription.cws_home/335/
description?navopenmenu=-2.
Where autonomy was mentioned in the title, the full text was examined. The results
were as follows:
In Computer Assisted Language Learning: An International Journal from volume 11,
1998, to volume 19, 2006, autonomy was mentioned four times, in System, from volume
26, 1998, to volume 34, 2006, it was mentioned twice and in Language Learning and Tech-
nology, from volume 1, 1998, to volume 10, 2006, autonomy did not appear in any of the
titles.
Secondly, we also conducted a search using Google with diﬀerent keywords such as
‘‘autonomy + strategies + computers + languages’’ and ‘‘autonomy + computers + lan-
guages’’. These two searches did reveal considerable work in this area such as Chapelle
and Mizuno (1989), Liou (1997), Pujola (2002), Schwienhorst (2002, 2003), Smith (2003),
Smidt and Hegelheimer (2004), Shield et al. (1999) and Hurd (2005). However, as already
noted, the publications were primarily concerned with examining what learners do when
they interact with a particular computer application, or when they use a certain computer
courseware with the presence of the teacher – they did not look at what users do where a
variety of CBMs are available to them outside the classroom. For example, Chapelle
and Mizuno (1989) investigated ESL students’ use of strategies in learner-controlled gram-
mar courseware. Pujola (2002) presents a description of how learners use the help facilities
of a web-based multimedia CALL program, called ImPRESSions, designed to foster sec-
ond language learners’ reading and listening skills and language learning strategies. Liou’s
(1997) study investigated learners’ use of resource facilities (e.g., their use of scripts, glos-
saries) in the interactive videodisc program and their reactions to the use of the resource
facilities. Shield et al. (1999) examined one type of synchronous text-based tool MOO
(Multi-User Domain, Object-Oriented). Other publications discussed computers and
autonomy at more theoretical levels. For example Schwienhorst (2003) discusses how tan-
dem learning via computer mediated communication (CMC) can facilitate autonomy
whilst Hurd (2005) examined the potential of CMC to promote autonomy at the Open Uni-
versity. Groß and Wolﬀ’s (2001) paper focuses on the multimedia programme Readers.
3. Context: the SAC and the course
The SAC in which this study took place was well-equipped with 33 computers, a scan-
ner and two printers available for use in the open access area and, when not in use for
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teaching purposes, two rooms with 54 computers were available for self-access. All com-
puters were equipped for multimedia use with CD writers and two USB ports for pen
drives on the front. All computers had DVD capability, and a number of language soft-
ware packages could be accessed on the computers. All participants had access to the
SAC outside the classroom. Gardner and Miller (1999) argue that the value of such access
is that it allows for diﬀerent degrees of autonomy. As can be seen, learners in this study
had access to state-of-the art facilities as well as pedagogic input on how to make use
of the SAC for self-study; this certainly needs to be borne in mind when considering the
results and the issues arising.
The course was an English for Academic Purposes (EAP) programme for non-native
speakers (NNS) of English aged 18 or above and aimed to prepare learners for academic
study at British colleges and universities. The students received twenty one hours of tuition
each week, which included:
– academic writing,
– academic reading,
– academic listening,
– academic speaking,
– individual academic written project and a presentation,
– group project on an aspect of university life and
– developing independent language learning (DILL).
It is recognised that the presence of an SAC does not in itself mean that independent
learning will necessarily take place, a degree of guidance is seen by some as essential (She-
erin, 1997; Sturtridge, 1997) and this was the explicit intention of a once-a-week timet-
abled, compulsory DILL course component. The DILL component was designed to
guide the learners on how to make the most of language learning outside the classroom.
At the beginning the students discussed their learning styles and were shown how to ﬁnd
materials in the SAC. Throughout the course strategies for all the language skills of listen-
ing, speaking, reading, writing as well as vocabulary and grammar were covered. In addi-
tion to improving the learners’ strategy use, the DILL classes aimed to help the students
with more general study skills like reﬂecting on their learning, assessing their progress,
making plans and setting goals for their future independent learning.
An optional class on Computing for Academic Purposes (CAP) was also available.
These sessions focused on the eﬃcient, eﬀective and appropriate use of computers for aca-
demic study, as documented in the relevant literature (Nesi, 1998; Jarvis, 2001) and
included accessing, evaluating and referencing web and library based materials, word-pro-
cessing conventions for academic assignments and power point for academic
presentations.
4. The study
Learner autonomy, learner strategies and the relationship between the two is a vast sub-
ject and it would not be possible to investigate everything within this one study; it was nec-
essary to narrow down the area by identifying aspects which were of particular relevance
to the use of a variety of CBMs. Whilst we were interested in learning about what students
did with CBMs, we were particularly concerned with the strategies that students used
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when working on the web and focused on examining learners’ behaviours and use of strat-
egies while working on the computers in the SAC as well as at home.
4.1. Research questions
The key research questions under investigation in this study are as follows:
1. To what extent do the students use computer-based materials to learn English outside
the classroom and how useful do they ﬁnd them for language learning?
2. What metacognitive strategies do learners apply when using computer-based materials?
3. What cognitive strategies for listening and reading comprehension do the learners apply
when using computer-based materials?
4. What social strategies do the learners apply when using computer-based materials?
The speciﬁc ways in which the various strategies are classiﬁed is indicated in italics
within the questionnaire itself (Appendix 1) and is, we trust, self-explanatory.
4.2. Participants
The participants were enrolled full-time for 11-weeks on an EAP course which they
took over the UK summer months prior to going on to academic study at a British uni-
versity. Tables 1–3 show that they came from a range of age and nationality backgrounds
Table 1
Age
Age group Percentage of students
18–23 19.2
24–29 57.6
30–35 19.2
36–40 3.8
N = 26.
Table 2
Nationality
Country Percentage of students
Chinese 53.8
Libyan 15.3
Polish 7.6
Cameroonian 3.8
Moroccan 3.8
Thai 3.8
South African 3.8
Iranian 3.8
Jordanian 3.8
N = 26.
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with varying levels of English from intermediate to upper-intermediate as indicated by an
internal placement test.
4.3. Methods
The methodology employed included both quantitative and qualitative techniques. The
former is used to explore ‘‘the measurement and analysis of casual relationships between
variables, not processes’’ whilst the latter allows for a focus on ‘‘processes and meanings
that are not rigorously examined or measured in terms of quantity, amount, intensity, or
frequency’’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998, p. 8). The quantitative element involved asking
quick closed-ended questions via the distribution of a questionnaire (Appendix 1), which
was piloted and amended as required before being distributed to a total of 30 students.
Data generated in this way arguably aﬀords ‘‘a good deal of precision and clarity’’
(McDonough and McDonough, 2004, p. 171) and allows quick and simple answers
(Oppenheim, 2001). However, as such techniques only allow for limited responses and
to overcome this semi-structured interviews and snap-shot observations were also
employed. Interviews gave participants ‘‘some power and control’’ (Nunan, 2005, p.
150) and observations opened up possibilities for discovering new and important realities
by accident (Adler and Adler, 1998).
4.4. The questionnaire
As can be seen in Appendix 1 the questionnaire was divided into four main parts,
excluding the initial consent section.
– The ﬁrst part elicited the learners’ age, nationality and level of English.
– The aim of part two was to gauge time learners devoted to computer activities in the
SAC, and the extent to which they made informed choices.
– The objective of part three was to investigate what learning strategies the students
applied while using CBMs. This part was divided into three sections in order to make
it as respondent-friendly as possible. The design of this part of the questionnaire was
potentially problematic in two respects. Firstly, some of the strategies were diﬃcult
to classify as they ﬁt into both the metacognitive and the social category, e.g. the strat-
egy of initiating conversations on live chats in order to practise the language. Secondly,
the current literature does not appear to oﬀer any framework for language learning
strategies when applied in virtual contexts. By way of solution to this second problem,
we modiﬁed some of the strategies from Oxford’s (1990) classiﬁcation in order to
account more appropriately for learning on computers. We did this by choosing from
the classiﬁcation the strategies which, we believe, can be applied in a computer-medi-
ated environment and by adding to those strategies the phrase ‘on the internet’ or
Table 3
Level of English
Level Percentage of students
Upper-intermediate 57.6
Intermediate 42.3
N = 26.
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‘on the computer’. We also included some additional strategies that can be applied
while learning a language on computers e.g. keeping English e-mails in a folder for
future reference.
– In the fourth section of the questionnaire, the learners were asked whether they use the
computers at home for independent study in the same way as in the SAC. The study
itself was conducted in the SAC for convenience. However, the aim was to also inves-
tigate if computers enhance independent learning at home and this vital question was
further developed during the interviews.
In this ﬁrst phase of the study 30 questionnaires were returned; however, four from
intermediate group had to be excluded because of incomplete answers.
4.5. The observations
A snap-shot or ‘‘impressionistic approach’’ (Wallace, 2003, p. 109) was employed to
note the issues that seemed the most important and relevant to the objectives of the study.
The ethics of data collection required subjects’ permission (Richards, 2003) and this poten-
tially threatened the validity of the data because when people know they are observed, they
may modify their behaviour. For this reason, instead of observing each student for a long
period of time, this descriptive observational data was gathered by taking snap-shots of
the students in the SAC roughly every ten minutes. Such snap-shots provided the
researcher with a glimpse of what activities the students were really engaged in while using
CBMs. Before the observations began, the subjects had been given a brief explanation of
the study and had been asked to give their consent to be observed. During each observa-
tion session notes were taken every 10 minutes of what the students were doing on com-
puters. The snap-shots were then transcribed into the ﬁeld notes which are analysed and
discussed here together with the data from the questionnaires and the interviews. A total
of 45 learners were observed working with CBMs; most of these participants had
responded to the questionnaire and some were observed in more than one session, but
there was no explicit attempt to observe diﬀerent students since our intention was simply
to ‘‘get a feel’’ for what was going on by watching and noting. During each session 5–10
students were observed at one time for at least 40 minutes and every 10 minutes we took
snap-shots of what they were doing; altogether 217 snap-shots were obtained.
4.6. The interviews
Information gained from the two sources above served as a basis for the interviews. The
data already collected helped the researchers choose the interviewees and design some pos-
sible questions (Appendix 2). As suggested by Nunan (2005), during the interviews we
made notes, and with the subjects’ permission the conversations were recorded. For ethical
reasons, before the interview began, the learners were given a brief explanation of the pur-
pose of the study. The interviews were semi-structured which allowed for learners’
answers, rather than the list of predetermined questions, to determine the course of the
interview. However, as interviews of this kind may not always result in triangulation with
the questionnaire items, a list of key possible questions was prepared which helped keep a
sense of direction throughout the process – we referred to these as required during the
interview process.
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5. Results and discussion
(1) To what extent do the students use CBMs to learn English outside the classroom
and how useful do they ﬁnd such CBMs for language learning outside the classroom?
All the students reported using computers in the SAC. In any one day 62% spent 1–2
hours on the computer, 35% less than an hour, and 4% more than 2 hours. In response to
question 2.4 regarding how useful computers are for language learning after class, a total
of 42.3% reported that they were ‘‘very useful’’, 30.7% ‘‘useful’’, 15.3% ‘‘quite useful’’,
11.5% ‘‘not very useful’’ and 0% ‘‘not useful at all’’ and ‘‘don’t know’’. These students
had a very clear perception that using CBMs helped with their learning. However, the
observations suggest signiﬁcant use of L1 and data from the questionnaires and observa-
tions suggest limited use of CBMs for explicitly focusing on language learning. By this we
mean that students used computer applications for learning purposes and were aware that
a language learning process was taking place then and there. During the observations none
of the students were seen to be using any of the commercially available software products
and only 2 out of 6 interviewees said that they had ever used them; furthermore only two
students were observed using dedicated web sites in order to practise their English.
Table 4 presents the top-10 activities which the snap-shots revealed learners were doing
most often on computers in the centre.
How might the frequent use of L1 and the wide-spread perception that CBM’s in the
SAC are helping with language learning be explained? Although these snap-shots could
only reveal what any one student was doing at any one time, it was nevertheless clear that
nearly all the students used more than one CBM application at a time and it is highly likely
that many students were multi-tasking e.g. chatting and working on a project and search-
ing in English. Thus whilst some of their activities might not be considered to be helping
with their English, overall their time spent on CBMs in the SAC could well be viewed as
being helpful. However, arguably the use of L1 should not necessarily mean that L2 learn-
ing is not taking place. It may be for example that the L1 chatting was about an English
language project or that the L1 reading was about English grammar rules – we simply do
not know from this study but such widespread use of L1 probably warrants further inves-
tigation which might then help inform providers of the extent to which such activities
should or should not be encouraged.
Table 4
Activities
Type of activities Number of snap-shots
Chatting in L1 28
Working on projects 18
Writing in WP in English 21
Reading in L1 20
Reading in English 19
Searching in English 11
Sending e-mail in L1 11
Chatting in English 10
Watching in English 10
Checking mail box 9
Others 61
Total no. of snap-shots 217
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How might the infrequent use of CBMs with an explicit tutorial function be accounted
for? There appears to be something of a contradiction here in that the questionnaire data
indicates that 69% of the learners used CBMs to learn English at home in the same way as
in the SAC and all participants reported that they sometimes, often, or always use websites
speciﬁcally designed for learners, yet very little evidence of this was found in the snap-shot
observations. The interviews oﬀer three possible explanations for why the students did not
spend much time on conscious learning in the centre: ﬁrst, the centre was open only till 4
o’clock while the students attended a full time course and on some days had lectures till
3:30, second, the students felt more comfortable learning at home in that they could break
from CBM-based activities and return to it at their leisure (it is worth noting that food and
drink are not allowed in the SAC), and third, during the lunch break they preferred to
relax before the next lecture.
Forty two of the respondents regarded the computer as a very useful tool for independent
learning, 31% as useful. During the interviews the majority of the participants spoke favour-
ably about the degree of control they experienced with computers. The students seemed to
be satisﬁed that they could pursue their learning at their own pace and in their own way.
They appeared to value computers in particular for giving them the opportunity to learn
and have fun at the same time. The following comments illustrate the students’ attitudes:
Interview 4: ‘‘Especially when you can go online. If you can’t go online it’s not so use-
ful. But when you can go online you can be connected with the world. You can ﬁnd maybe
not everything but most of the things you need. And both quick and convenient’’.
Interview 2: The student said that he did not have any books and dictionaries because
everything that the learners needed was available on the Internet. Interview 1: ‘‘Computers
are better and more interesting that other things to learn’’. He stressed that thanks to com-
puters he could learn and entertain himself at the same time.
However a minority did not view a computer as being helpful, 15% reported it as quite
useful, and 12% as not very useful. Those learners who reported that they found comput-
ers not very useful for language learning also generally indicated that they did not want to
be interviewed and this is an inevitable limitation of any study of this type. One of the six
interviewees did, however, fall into this category. She reported that she had the computer
at home and that she really would like to use it to learn as she needed ‘‘English for studies’’
but that she did not know how to do it (interview 6). The DILL sessions had obviously
passed this student by and her case suggests a need for closer monitoring of attendance
and checking whether intended learning outcomes are being realised. This case does serve
to illustrate that CBMs can only be eﬀective if they are in the hands of students who know
what to do with them.
(2) What metacognitive strategies do learners apply when using web-based CBMs?
The quantitative data (Q 3.1) shows that the most frequently used metacognitive strat-
egies, as indicated in the ‘‘often’’ or ‘‘always’’ columns of the questionnaires were saving
good internet sites for studying English (Q 3.1h: 30.8 + 53.8 = 84.6%), evaluating learning
(Q 3.1g: 38.5 + 34.6 = 73.1%), and searching on the Web for listening or reading materials
at or near the students’ level (Q 3.1e: 38.5 + 30.5 = 69%). Half the students (Q 3.1c:
38.5 + 11.5 = 50%) often or always set learning goals before studying on a computer
and looked for and learnt from dedicated websites. Nearly half of the learners often or
always tried to ﬁnd out how to learn English better on a computer, and 50% did so
sometimes.
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It would seem that conscious planning of learning when using CBMs is a relatively
underused metacognitive strategy. Only 23% (Q 3.1a: 15.4 + 7.7) of the learners reported
that they often or always planned their learning on computers but over half of the students
reported using this strategy sometimes. A possible explanation for this could be that the
quantity of materials both in terms of separate CBMs and material within any one
CBM, as well as the hyperlinks associated with many CBMs actually make planning more
problematic. It is diﬀerent from working in a traditional paper-based environment, where
a student is likely to have only one or two books in which he or she works through paper-
based printed text in a fairly linear way.
Although according to the questionnaire data planning learning was the least used
strategy, the majority of the interviewees reported that they identiﬁed their weaknesses
and organised their learning accordingly. The following comments illustrate this
Interview 1: ‘‘I know what I am bad at so I plan to learn it’’.
Interview 5: ‘‘Because I am not good at listening so I am trying to improve my listening.
I think listening is useful on computers because I can repeat it again and again if I want’’.
Overall the data reveal that almost all of the participants demonstrated some degree of
metacognitive awareness and in some areas this was overwhelmingly demonstrated. The
data from the interviews reveal extremely positive attitudes among those students who
make use of computer feedback as for example the following extract from just one of
the interviews illustrates: Interview 2: ‘‘Computers are useful as the tests available on ded-
icated sites give me my level, and I know which exercises I can do’’.
(3) What cognitive strategies for listening and reading comprehension do the learners
apply when using web-based CBMs?
The most frequent activities the students were engaged in were as follows:
92% reported listening on the computer;
73% reported watching and listening; and
81% reported reading.
The ﬁndings show that virtually all the students who read textual content, or listened or
watched audio-video content in English, appeared to use a range of cognitive strategies.
The ‘‘often’’ and ‘‘always’’ replies suggest that the most frequently used strategies were lis-
tening for important key words that carry meaning (Q 3.2.1a: 50 + 29.2 = 79.2%), watch-
ing with English subtitles (Q 3.2.2b: 57.9 + 21.1 = 79%), looking at the title and pictures
before reading a text (Q 3.2.3a: 61.9 + 14.3 = 76.2%), reading the same things more than
once (Q 3.2.3c: 52.4 + 14.3 = 66.7%), inferring meaning from context without using a dic-
tionary (Q 3.2.3e: 57.1 + 4.8 = 61.9%), and listening to the same things more than once to
understand more (Q 3.2.1b: 45.8 + 12.5 = 58.3%). The ways in which students dealt with
vocabulary (Qs 3.2.3 d,e,f,g) provide further evidence of the use of cognitive strategies.
The insights from the interviews indicate that the students knew what worked for them
and approached web-based CBMs with cognitive strategies which suited them according
to their own learning styles.
Interview 5: ‘‘I prefer to listen, at ﬁrst listen to the news, for example, or watch the
movie and then again I watch the movie with subtitles. I try to guess and listen and then
to see a text or subtitles . . . I try to learn grammar when I am reading the text, I think it’s
better to learn grammar, the structures in the sentence while reading . . . It’s better for me
to learn vocabulary and use them in the text. I can better remember’’.
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Interview 4: ‘‘First of all I can get news from the website, second I can learn it, listen
and catch words and at the same time I can imitate it . . . I just watch in English and some-
times, when I cannot catch it, I see subtitles. But usually I watch the movie twice, so I can
fully understand it’’.
Interview 1: ‘‘I always write words from the Internet in sentences because this helps me
remember words. I remember in which sentences, in which texts I saw this word’’.
The student in interview 2 stressed that he never used subtitles because he tried to focus
on listening to understand as much as possible. He never wrote down new words encoun-
tered on the Web as he focused on ‘‘memorising rather than writing’’. His favourite way to
practise listening was by listening to music while looking at lyrics of the songs.
The information about cognitive strategies gained from the questionnaires and inter-
views indicate that while reading and listening on the Web students consciously apply a
range of strategies in order to learn more eﬀectively. This observation supports our chosen
deﬁnition of autonomy as learners accepting responsibility for their own learning. More-
over, autonomy in this study appears to be embracing both the content and the process of
learning; the participants made independent choices regarding both materials and the way
they were used.
(4) What social strategies do the learners apply when using web-based CBMs?
The study found considerably less evidence of the use of social strategies compared to
cognitive strategies. Forty-six percent of the respondents never practised English using
computers with other students and 50% never asked others for feedback. Less than half
the students reported that they often or always used the following strategies:
– talking on live chat about things for which the students felt that they had the vocabu-
lary (46%),
– initiating conversations on live chats (42%) and
– negotiating meaning while chatting (42%).
Thirty-one percent reported that they often or always asked someone else for help if
they did not know the answer, while 27% never did so, and 42% did so sometimes. Only
one snap-shot out of 217 found students to be helping each other in this way. The obser-
vations also showed that the learners preferred to use CMC in their L1 rather than in Eng-
lish and we have already noted the need for further work on the potential use of L1 for
learning the target language. This is an under explored, but potentially signiﬁcant area
of further research.
Observations of students using asynchronous email also suggest a predominant use of
L1. Although CMC use in L2 has signiﬁcantly lower usage than other applications, the
information gained from three of the interviews suggests there are recognised advantages:
Interview 4: ‘‘It helps, especially while chatting with those people who have higher level
of English than me. They use some words I don’t understand, and they use some forms
and sentences that are new to me so I learn a lot’’.
Interview 5: ‘‘I try to send e-mails in English and I am learning when I receive the e-mails,
e.g. when I received your e-mail I read it two or three times. I try to learn andwrite sentences.
And next time when I want to send e-mail I will use the structure and vocabulary you used’’.
The student in interview 2 said that he did not chat here in England because he had con-
tact with native speakers and other language learners on his course. But he chatted very
often when he was in his home country. He liked it because, ﬁrst of all, he could chat
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in English 24 hours a day, and secondly, on one of his favourite sites English teachers con-
ducted on-line lessons for learners.
It is clear from the study that the students who lack knowledge about CMC cannot
make use of its potential and are therefore not in a position to apply relevant strategies.
In contrast, students who already have a repertoire of certain skills and strategies make
eﬀective use of CMC and thus develop their autonomy further. It is recommended that
classroom-based input be given into using CMC, for example through a DILL session,
so that all students are in a position to make use of this CBM in a SAC and beyond. There
are good pedagogical arguments for this. Freiermuth and Jarrell (2006) have shown such
activity amongst non-native speakers reduces anxiety, improves output and adds to lear-
ner control. These ﬁndings have been supported in a number of other studies including
Kitade (2000), Payne and Whitney (2002).
6. Conclusion
The participants in this study generally demonstrated reasonable levels of autonomy,
good metacognitive awareness and appropriate use of cognitive strategies. Data generated
by the questionnaires and the interviews clearly show that by and large students recognise
what CBMs in general, and web-based CBMs in particular can contribute towards their
language studies. However, our snap-shots reveal many L1-based activities which suggest
that L2-based strategies are not being fully used in the SAC itself. Although practical con-
straints probably go some way to explain this, students’ frequent use of CMC in their L1
suggests further research is needed into what they are doing and whether it helps in the
development of autonomous language learning. In one sense these snap-shot observations
lend support to Warschauer and Kern’s (2000) widely accepted characterisation of CALL
as being in its sociocognitive phase (where students interact with each other via the com-
puter), as opposed to its previous cognitive (where students engage in communicative
activities and interact with the computer) and the behavioural (where students complete
mechanical exercises by inputting responses into the computer) phases. However, in this
third phase there is an assumption that this communication is happening in the target lan-
guage, an assumption not upheld by the ﬁndings of this study.
Many students of EFL seem content to use a variety of CBMs in both their L1 and the
L2 and yet nevertheless view CBMs as helping with their English. This undermines what
might be characterised as a traditional view of language learning which tends to stress an
individual activity which is completed in the target language. We have suggested that ses-
sions may be spent multi-tasking with some language work being conducted in conjunc-
tion with other activities. Again this is an area for further investigation, it seems that
students rarely, if ever, only work one CBM and yet most research to date has looked
at autonomy andnor strategies in precisely such a light. This combination of L1 and L2
together with multi-tasking would seem to endorse a view that arguably one of the most
important questions for the English Language Teaching (ELT) profession today is less
about the role of CBMs in ELT and more about the role of ELT in a CBM dominated
environment. Communication is the end goal, computers are the medium and the means
is whatever language is appropriate, necessary or convenient. And in developing the means
in English, most learners in this study seemed to show a good understanding of what meta-
cognitive and cognitive skills were needed. A challenge for practitioners would seem to be
to ﬁnd ways of encouraging more social interaction in the target language whilst also rec-
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ognising that learner choices in a digitalised age may not match established practitioner
beliefs that learner autonomy and strategies in language pedagogy are likely to involve stu-
dents working on one task at a time and only in the target language.
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